William Wordsworth was a vocal anti-emancipationist; the sonnet series, Ecclesiastical Sketches (1822), was his public contribution to this dispute. As a deliberate reaction against the Catholic Relief Bill of 1820, this volume of one hundred and two carefully researched sonnets narrates a history of Christianity in England. The poems were intended to remind British readers of the protection they received from a National Church in which the excesses of popery and the abuses of monastic indulgence were tempered.
Geoffrey Jackson's introduction to the Cornell edition of the sonnets states that Wordsworth had engaged with the issue 'at least since it was debated in the House of Lords on May 17, 1819'. 4 However, the origins of Wordsworth's opposition to Catholic Emancipation and the context for Ecclesiastical Sketches reach further and are more complex than has previously been noted. Moreover, as I will explain in this essay, they are inflected by the relationship he had with his friends and patrons, Sir George and Lady Beaumont. 3 In December 1809, Lady Beaumont sent a copy of a pamphlet entitled 'An account of an English Hermit, by a respectable Clergyman' enclosed in a letter to Dorothy Wordsworth.
This two thousand-word narrative of the life of an unknown nonjuror named Thomas
Gardiner, by an unknown Anglican clergyman named Thomas Barnard, was composed sometime after the Jacobite Uprising of 1745, copied by hand, and circulated in 1809. 5 The manuscript has (quite understandably) been ignored by scholars interested in the trajectory of On receiving the pamphlet from Lady Beaumont, Dorothy replied: 'I should not have been so slow to thank you for the most interesting narrative of the life of "an English hermit"', continuing in the postscript: 'I ought to have said more of the pleasure we received from the interesting history of the Hermit, but I have not room for it-Coleridge wishes it could be published in the Friend-but perhaps this cannot be allowed'. 6 Coleridge corroborated that Barnard's document had been the subject of some discussion at Allan Bank: Mary, and his eviction from Oxford indicates that he was a nonjuror. The nonjurors were a group of over four hundred bishops, rectors and laymen; after the Glorious Revolution they permanently lost their ecclesiastic and civic positions because they refused the Oath of Allegiance, believing it would contradict the pledge they had previously sworn to James II.
Many of these men went into quiet retirement and nonjuring continued into the eighteenth century as a minority tradition. 9 Barnard states that Gardiner had been called 'the silly hermit, the popish priest, the mad man' by members of the community near his hermitage; this was characteristic of the prejudice nonjurors faced more widely in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 10 The nonjurors' commitment to the apostolic basis of the Anglican Church (like that of the By the time Barnard visited the hermitage, Gardiner had come to acknowledge that the Church of England was 'the most pure, and apostolick church now in being' (my italics).
Hence the hermit who had been loyal to the Catholic James II and his successors had grown to accept peacefully the authority of the Protestant monarchy.
As he is described in the pamphlet, Thomas Gardiner physically resembles characters Gardiner's life is presented as exemplary; he was a highly intelligent, committed Christian and a responsible, generous citizen: 'He was not only remarkable for the passive virtues, but also for the active graces of the [C]hristian character; his charity in particular was above his station'. Significantly, those virtues of devotion and tranquillity did not impinge on the wishes or rights of others and the clergyman's purpose is to encourage his readers to cultivate similar qualities.
Why then was this 'account of an English Hermit' being circulated in 1809, and why did Lady Beaumont in particular take the trouble to send it to the Wordsworths? In the first implies that the text has some serious civic relevance. This document is not like other frivolous, jaunty hermit narratives that had been popular at the end of the eighteenth century, nor is it anything like a sensational Gothic tale. 13 Lady Beaumont draws attention to and echoes Barnard's didactic tone and thus indicates her moral approval of Gardiner's position.
As I will go on to explain, the Beaumonts had deep-rooted sympathies in favour of Roman Foxe provides a graphic description of the trial and execution of the Oxford Martyrs carried out in 1555 by commissioners of the papal party. The work is a touchstone for debates concerning the processes through which prejudice against Roman Catholics became embedded in English historical consciousness. 14 Although Dorothy was not impressed with the taste of the whole study, she had reason to turn to the Book of Martyrs on this particular occasion. Her letter is dated two days before a General Election that was dominated by the Catholic Question. 15 The months that the Wordsworths spent at Coleorton in fact saw two General Elections and a change of government leadership that hinged on George III's refusal to breach his Coronation Oath, which protected the alliance between the State and the Church of England and was used to exclude Catholics from positions of political power.
The November election was partly a consequence of the death, on 13th September, 1806, of Charles James Fox which Wordsworth had marked with his poem 'Composed at
Grasmere, during a walk, one Evening, after a stormy day, the Author having just read in a
Newspaper that the dissolution of Mr Fox was hourly expected'. In sending a copy of Lyrical Ballads to Fox in 1801, Wordsworth had identified in him a 'constant predominance of sensibility of heart' which made him a genuine advocate for the middle and lower classes. 16 But five years later this 'sensibility' had brought him to campaign for the civil rights of Irish 
How then might this affect our reading of Wordsworth's Ecclesiastical Sketches?
Between 6th and 20th December, 1820, as he conceived of the plan for his sonnet series on the National Church, Wordsworth was once again visiting the Beaumonts at Coleorton.
George Beaumont holds a prominent position in the Advertisement to the volume, first published in 1822:
ADVERTISEMENT.
During the month of December, 1820, I accompanied a much-loved and honoured Friend in a walk through different parts of his Estate, with a view to fix upon the Site of a New Church which he intended to erect. It was one of the most beautiful mornings of a mild season, --our feelings were in harmony with the cherishing 13 influences of the scene; and, such being our purpose, we were naturally led to look back upon past events with wonder and gratitude, and on the future with hope. Not long afterwards, some of the Sonnets which will be found at the close of this Series, were produced as a private memorial of that morning's occupation.
The Catholic Question, which was agitated in Parliament about that time, As Geoffrey Jackson has suggested, this Advertisement seems to imply that Wordsworth's walk with Beaumont through the grounds of Coleorton preceded the conception of the sonnets and was a catalyst for the whole series: it is almost as if the two men contracted the design for Ecclesiastical Sketches together. But Jackson notes that Wordsworth had already placed an order for the set of books that would form the basis of the necessary historical research while he was in London between 9th and 23rd November (Sonnet Series, 129).
Wordsworth had in fact developed the plan before he arrived at Coleorton and it is only those few sonnets on Church Building that were inspired by their morning walk. 30 The national crisis of Roman Catholic Emancipation, with which Wordsworth had been concerned for Alongside this expression of indebtedness, Wordsworth is cautious to dissociate his friendship with Beaumont from his unswerving political opinions. In order to retain the value of both, Wordsworth slips into the passive voice as he comes to the point of describing the composition of the sonnets: 'some of the Sonnets which will be found towards the close of this Series were produced as a private memorial of that morning's occupation' (my italics). 15 This is the only passive construction in the paragraph; it functions to distance Wordsworth from the production of the sonnets, suggests the discomfort he felt from disloyalty to his patron, and indirectly passes part of the creative process over to the restorative influences of the morning. Wordsworth's emphasis is very much on commonality of feeling, not on the material production and purpose of the poetry. There is further discomfort evident in the statement that a few of those sonnets were intended as a 'private memorial' to that cordial stroll: shared knowledge between friends about a private poetic memorial is meaningful precisely because it is implicit, but Wordsworth is keen to make the tribute publicly clear. wore were the work of his mother's 'happy hand' (9) . The 'faithful tie' (10) with which she bound the stems signifies the bond she had with him that day and the spiritual tie she continues to have with him since her death. Within the sonnet, neither Wordsworth nor his mother speaks, yet the fluttering of her heart is also the movement of his. The imagery is reminiscent of the Infant Babe passage of Book II of The Prelude where Wordsworth describes the 'mute dialogues' he held with his mother's heart as he lay on her breast in infanthood. 33 The dialogue is one of heart-felt sighs and it has outlasted the verbal exchanges that were so nervously required before the Pastor. The most important lesson Wordsworth learned that day was not catechetical; it was one of human sympathy and it was taught by her. 
